The Paris attacks prompted a massive response on social media including Twitter. This paper explores the immediate response of English speakers on Twitter towards Middle Eastern refugees in Europe. We show that antagonism towards refugees is mostly coming from the United States and is mostly partisan.
INTRODUCTION
The coordinated terrorist attacks on multiple spots in Paris on Friday November 13, 2015 prompted a massive worldwide response on social media including Twitter. The response was mostly focused on expressing outrage at the attacks and sympathy for the victims. Other aspects of the response pertained to attitudes towards refugees, particular Syrian refugees. These attitudes varied widely from those disassociating refugees from the perpetrated crimes to those who are blaming them for the crimes and calling to block their entry into Western countries. In this paper, we explore a large set of 8.5 million tweets that we collected over 50 hours after the attacks. We collected tweets that contained words and hashtags that were relevant to the event such as #pray4paris, #parisAttacks, #notInMyName, #AttaqueParis, etc.
DATA COLLECTION
We continuously collected tweets between 5:26 AM (GMT) (roughly 7-8 hours after the attacks) on November 14 and 7:13 AM (GMT) on November 16 (approximately 50 hours in total) by searching the Twitter Rest API using a set of terms that are related to the terrorist attacks. These terms were: Paris, France, terrorist, terrorism, Muslims, Islam, Muslim, Islamic, terrorists, PorteOuverte, ParisAttacks, pray4Paris, paryers4Paris, AttaquesParis. In total we collected 8.36 million tweets. Since we were using the public APIs and due to Twitter limits, we were sampling the Twitter stream and our samples were reaching the set limits. In all, we were collecting 140k to 175k tweets per hour. Also, since we were using mostly English words/hashtags and a few French ones, then our expectations is that were collecting mostly English and to a lesser extent French tweets. In further analysis, we restricted our work to English tweets.
For tweets pertaining to refugees, we filtered the aforementioned tweets using the following keyword: refugee, refuge, refugees, illegal, immigrant, immigrants, migrant, migrants, xenophobia, xenophobic, and xenophobe. The obtained subset of tweets was 137,113 tweets. We sampled them to obtain a representative sample of 1,520 tweets that would result with a maximum +/-2.5% error rate at 95% confidence. We tagged the tweets using 5 tags. The tags were: -pro-refugee: were the author expresses sympathy or support for refugees, -anti-refugee: were the author attacks refugees, blames refugees for the terrorist acts, or calls from banning their entry, -neutral: were the tweet is either not related or expresses mixed feelings, -positive-news: were the tweet shares potentially pro-refugee news articles, and -negative-news: were the tweet shares sharing potentially anti-refugee news articles.
The tagging was done by a single person who is well acquainted with politics in Western countries. Table 1 shows the breakdown of the five classes. As can be seen, the percentage of pro-and anti-refugee tweets is nearly identical. However, the percentage of tweets containing references to news articles that could be damaging to the image of refugees was substantial. Negative-news tweets were mostly dominated by stories claiming that at least one of the suicide bombers in the Paris attacks was a Syrian refugee who entered Europe through Greece.
Further analysis of prevalent hashtags appearing in pro-vs anti-refugee tweets can shed light on topics of interest for both groups. To obtain better counts of hashtags, we automatically tagged all refugee related tweets from our initial set of 137,113 tweets that were nearly identical to any of the tagged tweets. We matched tweets after removing name mentions, URLs, and lower-casing the tweets. The number of tweets obtained after automatic tagging was 73,937. On average, a pro-refugee user authored 1.13 tweets, while anti-refugee users authored 1.38 tweets. We manually mapped all user supplied locations, which appeared for more than 3 tweets, to country names. In all, we mapped the locations for 26,597 tweets to countries. To determine which term hashtags are more prominent and more indicative of one class and not the other, We used the so-called "Odds Ratio" (OR). Given: A: the number of tweets in class 1 containing a term, B: total number of tweets in class 1, C: total number of tweets outside of class 1 containing term, and D: total number of tweets outside of class 1, OR is computed as:
The higher the value of OR, the more indicative/discriminating a term is for a particular class. These three tweets account for 46% of the volume of prorefugee tweets. The most shared URLs were:
• a tweet by @jonsnowC4 that says: "Paris police sources say the 2 Syrian passports found on the terrorists were The main topics discussed in the tweets were: 1. disassociating refugees from terrorism 2. blaming negative attitudes against refugees on racism and xenophobia 3. claiming that blaming refugees benefits ISIS 4. sharing news articles that discredit claims that one of the suicide bombers in the Paris attacks was a refugee 5. calling for prayers and unity
Figure1 shows the geographic distribution of pro-refugee tweets. As the figure shows, pro-refugee tweets come from 105 different countries, with 9 out of 10 of the top countries being Western countries. It is noteworthy that tweets from Middle Eastern countries account for 4% of the tweets.
The top 25 most indicative hashtags used in antirefugee tweets were: #Greece; #Migration; #DemDebate; #RefugeesNotWelcome; #TCOT; #NoRefugees; #Anony-mous; #StopIslamicImmigration; #Terrorist; #SpecialRe-port; #ImpeachObama; #ImpeachTheMuslim; #Barrack-HusseinObama;#RedNationRising; #Breaking; #Germany; #Muslim; #Refugee; #SecureTheBorder; #RadicalIslam; #LiberalLogic; #Islam; #Syrian; #Election2016; #Islamic-State. The hashtags followed along a few broad themes namely: the sharing of news articles that tie refugees to the Paris attacks, particular a story claiming that one of the suicide bombers entered Europe through Greece 5 (#Greece, #Spe-cialReport, and #Breaking); calls to shut out refugees (#Mi-gration, #RefugeesNotWelcome, #NoRefugees, and #Se-cureTheBorder); US conservative partisanship (#DemDebate (democratic debate), #TCOT (top conservatives on Twitter), #ImpeachObama,#RedNationRising (a US conservative group), #LiberalLogic, and #Election2016); a strong antiMuslim bias (ex. #StopIslamicImmigration, #RadicalIslam, and #Islam) including claims that Barack Obama is a Muslim (ex. #ImpeachTheMuslim and #BarrackHusseinObama); and blame for #Germany and other Western countries for opening their doors to refugees.
Figure2 shows the geographic distribution of anti-refugee tweets. As the figure shows, 68% of the anti-refugee tweets come from the US, and the diversity of countries is smaller compared to the pro-refugee tweets (54 compared to 105 countries). Tweets from Middle Eastern countries account for 0.3% of the tweets with 73% of them originating from Israel.
The three most tweeted anti-refugee tweets were: We should not allow any political or religious group who want to destroy us and our way of life to immigrate to this country. #ParisAttacks Refugee #migration issue. https://t.co/Yg5MR3Fw1p We cannot allow Muslim immigrants to come across our borders unchecked while we are fighting this war on terror. #ParisAttacks These three tweets constitute 9.4% of anti-refugee tweets. The most shared URLs were:
• a tweet by @peterhook911 saying: "How can France or Germany or any other euro union members be shocked. How can these governments allow waves of unvetted young 5 The story was later discredited. From manually inspecting the tweets, the general themes used to attack refugees were the claims that:
• All refugees are young men
• Refugees were not being vetted by authorities
• ISIS fighters are disguised as refugees and one of the Paris attackers was a syrian refugee
• Refugees are part of a Muslim invasion of Europe
• Refugees are criminals who rape women and live off government subsidies
• All Muslims are terrorist would spread terror in society
• Left leaning politicians (ex. Obama, Clinton, Trudeau) continue to allow refugee as part of a larger plan to undermine Western societies.
A large percentage of anti-refugee tweets seem to express strict nationalistic/partisan views, where refugees and Muslims are considered as enemies. Specifically, they claim to support the republican party and oppose democratic politicians, where they claim that democratic politicians are "opening the door to the enemy, who is carrying out a migration jihad".
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
In this paper we explored the immediate response of English speaking Twitter users towards refugees in the aftermath of the Paris terrorist attacks of Friday November 13, 2015. The results show that percentage of pro-refugee and anti-refugee tweets are roughly equivalent. However, there was a higher percentage of users sharing stories that could potentially harm attitudes towards the refugees. The pro-refugee tweets seem to be significantly more geographically distributed than antirefugee tweets. Anti-refugee tweets were mostly coming from the US and were mostly partisan in nature and antagonistic to Muslims and refugees who were regarded as mostly Muslim.
